Attorney's Docket No.: 10104-018001 



APPLICATION 
FOR 

UNITED STATES LETTERS PATENT 



TITLE: ON-LINE SOFTWARE RENTAL 

APPLICANT: ALLEN FOX AND JESSE MACNISH 



CERTIFICATE OF MAILING BY EXPRESS MAIL 
Express Mail Label No . EV 32 ) 383 595 US 

September 16, 2003 

Date of Deposit 



ATTORNEY DOCKET NO. 10104-018001 



ON-LINE SOFTWARE RENTAL 

CLAIM OF PRIORITY 
This application claims priority under 35 USC §1 19(e) to U.S. Patent Application 
Serial No. 60/41 1,279, filed on September 16, 2002, the entire content of which is hereby 
incorporated by reference. 

BACKGROUND 
The present invention relates to distributing software. 

The Internet is a global network of computers that uses a common communication 
protocol, the Transfer Control Protocol/Internet Protocol ("TCP/IP"), to transmit data from 
one location to another. High speed connections, such as broadband connections, allow a 
user on the Internet to interact with another user or service provider without long 
interruptions even if the interaction requires the transmission of a large amount of data. For 
example, a user on the Internet can play a computer game on-line, i.e., while being connected 
to a server on which a portion of the game's software is running. Typically before playing 
the game, one ore more computer programs or program portions are downloaded to a client 
computer of the user. The client computer can install the downloaded computer programs (or 
portions thereof) to play the game. While the game is running, the client computer 
communicates with the server, e.g., receives data from the server depending on user input 
and the current or future state of the game. 

In addition to playing games on-line, consumers can purchase game software from 
brick-and-mortar computer software retailers or Internet retailers. The purchased software 
can then be installed and used on one or more computing systems. 

SUMMARY 

A server in a computer network uses virtual containers assigned to a user to authorize 
on-line access through the network to software, e.g., game software, rented by the user. In 
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general in one aspect, the invention provides methods and apparatus, including computer 
program products, for providing rental service through a computer network. A collection of 
virtual containers is assigned to a set of users including one or more users. Each virtual 
container in the collection is configured to identify one or more software products that are 
rented by users in the set. A user in the set is authorized to access a software product through 
the computer network based on whether the software product is identified as a rented 
software product in one or more virtual containers of the collection assigned to the set of 
users. 

Particular implementations can include one or more of the following features. The 
rented software product can be identified in the virtual container for a rental period. The 
rented software product can be removed from the virtual container at the end of the rental 
period. A user subscription can be received from a user in the set of users for renting 
software products, and the collection of virtual containers can be assigned according to the 
user subscription. Assigning the collection of virtual containers according to the user 
subscription can include assigning a predetermined number of virtual containers for a 
subscription period. The assignment of the collection of virtual containers can be cancelled 
at the end of the subscription period. The computer network can include the Internet. The 
rented software product can include game, educational, or business software, or electronic 
media content. 

Information can be acquired about a client system connected to the computer network 
for using the rented software product, and access can be authorized in accordance with the 
acquired information. Authorizing access in accordance with the acquired information can 
include denying access to the rented software product. Acquiring information about the 
client system can include determining whether the client system includes one or more 
personal computers and digital game devices. If authorized, access can be provided for the 
user in the set to use the rented software product such that a client portion of the rented 
software product runs in the client system while the user in the set uses the software product 
through the computer network. The client portion of the rented software product can be 
determined based on the acquired information about the client system. Acquiring 
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information about the client system can include acquiring information describing a 
connection speed of the client device through the computer network. 

A user interface can be provided for renting software products. In the user interface, 
user input can be received. The received user input can select a software product and place 
the selected software product in a virtual container of the assigned collection to be identified 
as rented software product. A software list can be presented in the user interface. The 
software list can include one or more items, where each item represents a software product 
for rent. User input selecting one or more items in the list can be received. Receiving user 
input selecting one or more items in the software list can include receiving user input 
selecting one or more items in the software list based on one or more of genre, title, 
manufacturer, and system requirements. Presenting a software list can include presenting a 
software list based on one or more of alphabetical order of title, release date, and popularity 
of software products for rent. Presenting a software list can include presenting a software list 
based on a user profile. 

Assigning a collection of virtual containers to the set of users can include assigning 
one or more virtual containers for rentals having high priority, variable rental period, or 
limited content. Assigning a collection of virtual containers to the set of users can include 
assigning a limited access virtual container that one or more users in the set of users cannot 
use to access software product, or a multi-player virtual container to be associated with 
multi-player games. 

A software product identified in a virtual container in the assigned collection can be 
offered for sale. Offering for sale a software product can include offering a sale coupon for 
the software product or an option for downloading the software product through the 
computer network. The number of virtual containers in the assigned collection can be 
increased. Increasing the number of virtual containers can include increasing the number of 
virtual containers if the users in the set earned a bonus for using the rented software product. 

In general, in another aspect, the invention provides methods and apparatus, including 
computer program products, for renting software on-line. The method includes selecting one 
or more software products that are available for rent from an on-line rental service through a 
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computer network, and subscribing to a package offered by the on-line rental service. The 
package assigns a collection of virtual containers to one or more users. The selected software 
products are placed in one or more virtual containers in the collection to identify the selected 
software products as software products rented by the assigned users. A user is allowed to 
access a software product if the software product is identified as a rented software product in 
a virtual container in the collection assigned to the user. 

Particular implementations can include one or more of the following features. 
Authorization can be received from the on-line rental service to access the rented software 
product. Selecting one or more software products can include selecting a software game. 
Allowing a user to access a software product can include allowing the user to play the 
selected software game. 

In general, in another aspect, the invention provides methods and apparatus, including 
computer program products, for providing rental service through a computer network. A 
subscription for a user is received. A collection of virtual containers is assigned to the user 
according to the received subscription. Each virtual container in the collection is configured 
to identify one or more software products rented by the user. User input is received that 
selects one or more software products to be identified as rented software products in one or 
more virtual containers in the collection assigned to the user. The user is authorized to 
access a software product through the computer network if the software product is identified 
as a rented software product in one or more virtual containers of the collection assigned to 
the user. 

In general, in another aspect, the invention provides a server system for renting 
software products through a computer network. The server system includes a rental manager 
configured to assign a collection of virtual containers to a set of users including one or more 
users. Each virtual container in the collection is configured to identify one or more software 
products that are rented by users in the set. The rental manager is further configured to 
authorize users in the set to access a software product through the computer network based 
on whether the software product is identified as a rented software product in one or more 
virtual containers of the collection assigned to the set of users. 
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Particular implementations can include one or more of the following features. The 
software products can include software games. The server system can include an application 
engine configured to allow one or more users to play one or more software games if access to 
the software games is authorized by the rental manager. The server system can include a 
selection tool configured to select one or more software products for rent. The selection tool 
can be further configured to select a user subscription from a plurality of subscription 
models. The selection tool can be further configured to select from a plurality of purchase 
options. The server system can include a system checking tool configured to determine 
whether a client system used by one or more of the users in the set is suitable for renting 
software products available from the server system. The server system can include a 
payment manager configured to manage and record payments received for renting the 
software products. 

The invention can be potentially implemented to realize one or more of the following 
advantages. A server on a computer network, e.g., the Internet, can provide a software rental 
service to users of the network. For example, the users can rent and play game software on- 
line. The rental service can provide single game rentals and/or subscriptions to the users. A 
user can subscribe to a package including a predetermined number of games that can be 
played an unlimited number of times for a rental period. Subscribed users can have one or 
more exclusively assigned virtual containers (e.g., slots) that identify software (e.g., game 
software) rented by the users. The users can select a game for each slot. The slots can 
include special slots corresponding to software rentals with limited content and/or limited 
access. For example, a special slot can be dedicated to renting games with one or more 
particular ratings or genre, and/or can be accessed only by particular users (e.g., above a 
certain age). One type of slot can allow the users to join a game that involves multiple 
players. Alternatively or in addition, one or more slots can have a variable rental period 
and/or an assigned priority, e.g., a high priority for renting most recent games. The users can 
optionally purchase the rented software. 

The details of one or more implementations of the invention are set forth in the 
accompanying drawings and the description below. Other features and advantages of the 



ATTORNEY DOCKET NO. 10104-018001 



invention will become apparent from the description, the drawings, and the claims. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
FIGS. 1 A and IB are schematic diagrams illustrating a system for renting software 
on-line. 

FIGS. 2 and 3 are flowcharts illustrating methods for renting software on-line. 
FIGS. 4-9 illustrate exemplary screen shots in a user interface for renting game 
software on-line. 

Like reference numbers and designations in the various drawings indicate like 
elements. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

FIG. 1 A illustrates a system 100 that allows users in a network 10 to rent software, 
such as games, on-line. System 100 includes a first client 1 10, a server 120, and a data 
storage 130. A user interacts with client 1 10 that is connected to server 120 through network 
10. System 100 also includes a second client 141 and a third client 142 that can connect to 
server 120 through network 10. In alternative implementations, the system can include any 
number of clients. 

Server 120 has access to data storage 130 that stores software applications for rent 
and, optionally, corresponding documentation. In one implementation, data storage 130 
stores software applications for computer games and server 120 rents the games on-line. 
Although system 100 is described below in detail for renting games on-line, in alternative 
implementations, system 100 can be used to rent any other software products. For example, 
system 100 can be used to rent educational or business software applications, or media or 
other electronic content. 

Network 10 can be a public network, such as the Internet, in which data is passed 
over public communication links. Alternatively, network 10 can be a private network, such 
as a local area network ("LAN"), or can include a combination of public and private 
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networks. For example, two or more LANs can be coupled using the Internet. In a private 
network, software can be rented to users who have access to that network. 

Client 1 10 is a set of programs running in a client computer system, and among other 
functions, requests services from the server 120. The client system can include one or more 
personal computers and/or one or more digital game devices, such as a Microsoft ® X-box or 
a Sony Playstation ®. Client 1 10 can interact with server 120 to rent and play games on-line 
over network 10. For example, client 1 10 can request game renting and playing services for 
the user, i.e., the player. Typically there are other clients, e.g., clients 141 and/or 142, using 
server 120 to request game services for other players in network 10. 

Client 110 includes a browser application 112 and a launcher application (not shown). 
Browser application 1 12, once invoked, allows the user of client 1 10 to interact with other 
applications or services over network 10. The launcher application can be downloaded, e.g., 
from server 120, before playing a game, and allows client 1 10 to interpret data streams 
received from server 120 during the playing of a game. 

Server 120 can be implemented in a computer program that provides services to 
clients and typically runs on one or more server computers. Server 120 includes a web front- 
end 122, a rental manager 124, and an application engine 126. Web front-end 122 provides a 
customized view to communicate with a user in order to rent and/or play games. Rental 
manager 124 provides a rental service that allows users to rent games over network 10, as 
further discussed with reference to FIG. IB. Application engine 126 provides a playing 
service that allows users to play the rented games. In one implementation, application engine 
126 runs computer programs or program portions of a rented game when a user is playing. 
Alternatively or in addition, application engine 126 can connect through network 10 to one or 
more other servers that can run programs or program portions of a game. In one 
implementation, server 120 includes only rental manager 124 to provide a rental service and 
a corresponding playing service is provided by one or more other servers in network 10. 

FIG. IB illustrates an implementation of rental manager 124. In this implementation, 
rental manager 124 includes a selection tool 152, an authorization manager 156, a system 
checking tool 158, and a payment manager 159. Selection tool 152 allows users to select one 
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or more games and offers the user options to rent or purchase the selected games. 
Authorization manager 156 assigns slots 157 to users, where each slot is a virtual container 
configured to identify one or more games that are rented by the corresponding user. 
Authorization manager 1 56 authorizes a user to play a game if the game is identified in a slot 
assigned to the user, as further discussed with reference to FIG. 3. System checking tool 158 
can determine whether a client system is suitable to play one or more particular games, as 
further discussed with reference to FIG. 2. Payment manager 159 manages and records 
payments for the rentals and purchases of the users. 

Selection tool 152 specifies available game software 153, subscription models 154, 
and purchase options 155. Available game software 153 specifies games from which users 
can select one or more games to rent or purchase. Available game software 153 can specify 
games that are or will be available from server 120 (or optionally, from other servers in 
network 10). Selection tool 152 can also include or point to information about available 
game software 153, as further discussed with reference to FIG. 2. Based on available game 
software 153, selection tool 152 can present one or more game lists to a user and receive a 
user selection of one or more games from the game lists. In addition to selecting games, 
selection tool 152 allows a user to select from multiple options to rent the selected games. 
For example, the user can select from a variety of subscription services specified by 
subscription models 154, as further discussed with reference to FIG. 3. Selection tool 152 
can also offer the user the selected games for purchasing as specified by purchase options 
155, and receive a user selection of one or more of purchase options 155. 

In addition to subscriptions, selection tool 152 can also offer single game rental (not 
shown in FIG. IB). When a single game rental is desired, a user specifies a particular game 
and is charged a pre-determined rental price, e.g., 4.95 USD. For the rental price, the user is 
authorized to play a selected game, e.g., over network 10, for a predetermined time period, 
typically a few (such as one to three) days depending on parameters associated with the 
single game rental. Alternatively or in addition, the user may be limited to a predetermined 
time of actual playing. 

FIG. 2 illustrates a method 200 for renting software, e.g., one or more games, on-line. 
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Method 200 can be performed in system 100 (FIG. 1 A) or in other systems that allow users 
to rent software, such as games, on-line in a computer network. A user selects a rental 
service (step 210). To select the rental service, the user can view, for example, a web page 
received from server 120 through network 10. In one implementation, the web page is a 
dynamic web page generated by web front-end 122 and includes navigational tools to view 
details in a description of the rental service. Alternatively, the user can receive electronic or 
traditional mail including the description of the rental service. 

After selecting a rental service, a corresponding launcher application is invoked in a 
client computer of the user (step 220). The launcher application allows the client computer 
to interpret data received from a corresponding server, e.g., to play a game. The launcher 
application and data for the game can be downloaded, e.g., from server 120 (FIG. 1 A), and 
the downloaded launcher application can be installed in the client computer. Alternatively or 
in addition, the launcher application can be available from other sources, e.g., on compact 
disks related to the selected rental service. Optionally, the launcher application can be 
updated before being invoked. In alternative implementations, the launcher application can 
be invoked when the user selects to view a game demonstration, subscribes to a game 
package, rents a game, or when the server performs a system check on a client, as described 
below. 

Next, the client system is checked to determine software and/or hardware 
environment of the client (step 230). A result of the check can be used to verify whether the 
client satisfies system requirements for using the rental service, e.g., renting and/or playing 
games on-line. In one implementation, rental manager 124 performs a main system check on 
the client system. The main system check verifies whether the client system satisfies basic 
requirements for the rental service. The basic system requirements can include one or more 
of the following requirements: speed requirements, e.g., broadband connection; operating 
system requirements, e.g., Windows 95 or above; processor requirements, e.g., Pentium 
processor running on a frequency 233MHz or faster; memory requirements, e.g., 64MB 
RAM or more; available magnetic storage space, e.g., 500MB or more; sound card; video 
card; browser, launcher or other applications, e.g., Microsoft Direct X, that are used for 
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playing games. Optionally, the server can check whether the client system includes personal 
computers or game devices, such as a Playstation ® or an X-box ®. Furthermore, the server 
can measure the speed of the high speed connection. 

Optionally, a system check can be initiated by the user any time, or automatically, for 
example, by rental manager 124 before renting, or by application engine 126 before starting 
play of a game. When a system check is performed before renting or playing a game, the 
system check can compare results of the system check to the system requirements of the 
game. In one implementation, the comparison is used to decide which (and how much) data 
needs to be downloaded to the client before or during play of the game. 

Server 120 can inform the user about the result of the system check by sending the 
client a system check record. An exemplary system check record is shown in FIG. 4. If the 
basic system requirements are not met by the client system, rental manager 124 can ask the 
user to upgrade one or more features of the client system before using the rental service. 
Alternatively, rental manager 124 can present to the user a limited selection of games. The 
limited selection can include only games that can be played in the present software and/or 
hardware environment of the client system. Optionally, subscription fees can be adjusted 
when only a limited selection is available to the user. 

The user selects one or more game software applications for renting (step 240). To 
select games, web front end 122 provides a user interface for the user through network 10, 
and rental manager 124 provides one or more game lists based on available game software 
153. A game list can include all available game software applications, or can be a selection 
from the available games based on user input and/or some predefined criteria. The selection 
can be based on categories or genre, such as action, adventure, arcade, role-playing, 
simulation, sports, and strategy. Alternatively, the selection can be based on a publisher, a 
manufacturer, or a rating. The rating can include evaluations of quality and/or content, or 
can be based on age recommended for players of the game. In one implementation, the 
selection includes games that can be played on a given client system. 

The game list can be sorted based on one or more sorting features. The sorting 
features can include, e.g., alphabetical order of game titles, release date, or one or more 
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statistical measures, i.e., characteristics based on statistical evaluation of data related to the 
game. Statistical measures can be calculated for a game, e.g., by rental manager 124, and can 
include "popularity" reflecting the number of players renting the game over a specified time 
period. Furthermore, a game list can be selected and sorted based on one or more search 
parameters, such as words in a game title. Sorting can be performed by linking various 
sorting features, so that combinations of criteria can be used to present selections to the user. 

Optionally, the game list can include renting information, such as a number of slots 
required to rent a game in the list, and present or future availability of games. For example, 
the game list can include games that will be available in a near future. Furthermore, the 
game list can indicate if a game will be removed from the rental service, i.e., it will not be 
available for rental after some time in the future. The game list can also show a number of 
slots that are currently available to the user for renting a game. An exemplary game list is 
shown in FIG. 5. 

In alternative implementations, rental manager 124 can provide a game list including 
games recommended based on a personal profile of a player. If one or more of the slots 157 
has been already assigned to the player, the game list can include the same number of 
recommended games as the number of available, i.e., empty, slots. In one implementation, 
recommended games can be presented in the empty slots. Alternatively, the empty slots can 
include information to help select a next game for renting. For example, the empty slots can 
present screens from recently added games. 

Optionally, the user can pre-select one or more games in the game list to obtain a 
product page that provides detailed information about the pre-selected games. The product 
page can include one or more of the following features: a size of the code that needs to be 
downloaded to play the game; a corresponding estimate for a downloading time; a short 
and/or long description of the game; a game manual; frequently asked questions about the 
game; rating information; screens from the game; marketing information; navigation tools to 
access similar games in the rental service; and addresses to access a publisher or a 
manufacturer of the game, discussion groups, or other Internet sites that contain relevant 
information about the game. An exemplary product page is shown in FIG. 6. 
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After selecting one or more game software applications, the user rents the selected 
game software applications (step 250). In one implementation, the user can select a single 
game rental or subscribe to the rental service according to one of subscription models 154. 
For example, the user can subscribe to have a number of assigned slots, as discussed with 
reference to FIG. 3. If the user has already subscribed and has one or more assigned slots, 
the user can use an empty slot if available, or choose a single game rental as shown in the 
exemplary screen shot in FIG. 7. 

The user executes one or more of the rented applications (step 260). For example, the 
user can play a game on-line or off-line. Authorization manager 1 56 can authorize playing 
the rented games, and if authorized, application engine 126 can provide programs that allow 
the user to play the game. For on-line playing, the application engine 126 can execute 
corresponding programs or program portions while the user plays the game. In alternative 
implementations, after the authorization, rental manager 124 can direct the user to another 
server that provides playing service for games upon authorization from rental manager 124. 

FIG. 3 illustrates a method 300 for implementing a subscription service for software 
rentals. Method 300 can be performed using server 120 in system 100 (FIG. 1 A), or by other 
servers in systems that allow users in a computer network to rent software, e.g., games, on- 
line. Server 120 offers subscriptions to the user according to subscription models 154 (step 
310). Alternatively, subscriptions can be offered by electronic or traditional mail, or by 
telephone. In one implementation, subscription models 154 can offer game packages, where 
each game package specifies a number of games, e.g., three, five, or ten games. When 
subscribing to a game package, the user can select the specified number of games and play 
any of the selected games for a rental period, e.g., a month. In one implementation, a rental 
period for a game package is substantially longer than a rental period for single game rental. 
FIG. 8 shows an exemplary offer including three-game, five-game, and ten-game packages. 

Server 120 receives a user subscription (step 320), e.g., through network 10. 
Alternatively, an operator can enter the user subscription into server 120, or otherwise 
provide server 10 with information about the user subscription. In one implementation, the 
user can subscribe for a game package at any time. For example, the user can provide an 
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authorization to payment manager 159 for charging a subscription fee on a credit card. 
Alternatively, the user can choose other methods of payment, such as a money order or a 
personal check, and an operator can enter information about the payment into server 120 so 
that payment manager 159 can record the payment. 

To implement the received user subscription corresponding to a game package, server 
120 assigns a set of slots to the user according to the game package (step 330). For example, 
an n-game package can be implemented by assigning to the user a set that includes n slots. A 
slot is a virtual container for identifying games that are rented by the user. That is, rented 
games are placed in slots (figuratively speaking). Typically, one slot identifies one rented 
game. Optionally, a slot can be configured to identify more than one rented game. For 
example, one slot can identify two rented games, e.g., games that have small or decreasing 
market values. Alternatively, renting a single game can require multiple slots to identify the 
same game, for example, if the game has a high market value or high demand. A ten-slot 
implementation is illustrated in FIG. 9. 

In a user interface, server 120 receives user input for placing one or more game 
applications into the slots assigned to the user (step 340). For example, a user can drag, drop, 
select from a menu, or otherwise indicate which game belongs to which assigned slot. 
Games can be placed into a slot as long as a game package is active, i.e., the user has 
properly subscribed for a game package. Once a game is placed in a slot, the slot identifies 
the game as a game rented by the user. 

The slot identifies the rented game for a rental period. In one implementation, the 
rental period has a pre-defined duration, such as thirty days, that starts when the game is 
placed in the slot. Alternatively, the rental period can start at a pre-defined time, such as the 
first day of each month. Furthermore, different slots can have different rental periods, or a 
rental period can be established based upon a market value of the game to be rented. 
Optionally, server 120 can indicate to the user a time for which the game remains in the slot. 
For example, the server can show a remaining time and/or an expiration date for each game 
in a slot assigned to the user. 

Server 120 authorizes access to game applications that are identified in slots assigned 
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to the user (step 350). Based on the authorization, server 120 or another server can provide 
playing service to play the games in the slots. While a game is in a slot, i.e., during the rental 
period, the user can play the game without any further restriction. If there is a problem with 
the game during the rental period, e.g., the game "freezes" or does not start properly, rental 
manager 124 (e.g., payment manager 159) can provide an automatic refund to the user (e.g., 
if the game selection is not compatible with the user's system). 

Periodically, for example at the end of a rental or billing period, server 120 can renew 
or update the assigned set of slots based on user input and/or billing information provided, 
e.g., by payment manager 159 (decision 360). If the assigned set cannot be renewed or 
updated ("No" branch of decision 360), the user subscription is cancelled (step 370). If the 
assigned set is renewed or updated ("Yes" branch of decision 360), corresponding games 
slots are (re)assigned to the user (i.e., method 300 returns to step 330). 

Typically, the user subscription is updated at the end of a billing period, e.g., each 
month, when a subscription fee is expected to be paid. In one implementation, the slots are 
automatically renewed. For example, the slots can be assigned to the user according to a 
self-renewing subscription service, assuming an appropriate payment is received, or until a 
cancellation request is received from the user. Typically, the user can cancel the subscription 
service at the end of a billing period. Alternatively, the user can subscribe for a subscription 
period, e.g., a year, and the subscription service can be cancelled at the end of the 
subscription period. 

At an update, a user can upgrade or downgrade the assigned slots. In one 
implementation, a game package can be upgraded at any time by adding slots to the game 
package. In one implementation, the user cannot downgrade from a subscribed game 
package without canceling the package. Alternatively, a user may be permitted to cancel any 
rental, or any number of slots at a given time. In one implementation, the user may be 
required to pay a cancellation fee. In one implementation, by playing frequently, users can 
earn free slots or can receive a second game in an existing slot. 

At the end of the rental period, a game is removed from a corresponding slot. Once 
empty, a new game can be placed in the slot. Optionally, the previous game in the slot can 
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be renewed for a next rental period. In one implementation, the game cannot be removed 
from the slot before the end of the rental period. Alternatively, if the game is removed from 
the slot before the end of the rental period, the user can select a new game for the slot from a 
restricted set of games (i.e., the subscription service rents a particular number of slots not a 
particular number of games). 

Optionally, the user can have a purchasing option for a rented game during or at the 
end of the rental period. The purchasing option can offer on-line buying of the rented game 
at a price. In one implementation, the user can immediately download the rented game at the 
time of the purchase. Alternatively, the user can receive a coupon for buying the rented 
game from a retailer. The coupon can identify the rental service that issued the coupon. If 
the coupon is used to purchase the game at a retailer, the retailer can send the coupon to a 
publisher of the game, so the publisher can identify the rental service that assisted in selling 
the game. 

In alternative implementations, a set of slots can include one or more special slots. In 
one implementation, a special slot can have an assigned priority, e.g., corresponding to 
market value of games that can be placed in the special slot. For example, a game of high 
market value or high demand can be placed in a high priority slot. Alternatively, a high 
priority slot can provide an improved service from the server, e.g., by providing high 
resolution images or large bandwidth. In one implementation, a special slot can offer a 
variable rental period. Furthermore, a special slot can have an associated rating or category 
that can be used to limit games that can be placed in the special slot. 

In one implementation, a group of users (e.g., a family) can share a set of slots. A 
shared set can include slots designated to different members of the group for exclusive use. 
A game in a designated slot can be accessed by a password held by the designated group 
member. Designated slots can have restrictions. For example, a slot designated to a child 
can identify only games that are rated to be appropriate for the child. 

In one implementation, server 120 can implement subscriptions for multiple player 
games. For example, server 120 can install a special slot for games played by multiple 
players. By placing a multiple player game in such special slot, the user can be authorized to 
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join the game. The multiple player game can be provided by server 120. Alternatively, 
another service provider on the Internet can provide the playing service for the multiple 
player game, and server 120 can provide only the rental service (e.g., server 120 can 
authorize users to join the game). 

The invention can be implemented in digital electronic circuitry, or in computer 
hardware, firmware, software, or in combinations of them. The invention can be 
implemented as a computer program product, i.e., a computer program tangibly embodied in 
an information carrier, e.g., in a machine-readable storage device or in a propagated signal, 
for execution by, or to control the operation of, data processing apparatus, e.g., a 
programmable processor, a computer, or multiple computers. A computer program can be 
written in any form of programming language, including compiled or interpreted languages, 
and it can be deployed in any form, including as a stand-alone program or as a module, 
component, subroutine, or other unit suitable for use in a computing environment. A 
computer program can be deployed to be executed on one computer or on multiple computers 
at one site or distributed across multiple sites and interconnected by a communication 
network. 

Method steps of the invention can be performed by one or more programmable 
processors executing a computer program to perform functions of the invention by operating 
on input data and generating output. Method steps can also be performed by, and apparatus 
of the invention can be implemented as, special purpose logic circuitry, e.g., an FPGA (field 
programmable gate array) or an ASIC (application-specific integrated circuit). 

Processors suitable for the execution of a computer program include, by way of 
example, both general and special purpose microprocessors, and any one or more processors 
of any kind of digital computer. Generally, a processor will receive instructions and data 
from a read-only memory or a random access memory or both. The essential elements of a 
computer are a processor for executing instructions and one or more memory devices for 
storing instructions and data. Generally, a computer will also include, or be operatively 
coupled to receive data from or transfer data to, or both, one or more mass storage devices 
for storing data, e.g., magnetic, magneto-optical disks, or optical disks. Information carriers 
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suitable for embodying computer program instructions and data include all forms of non- 
volatile memory, including by way of example semiconductor memory devices, e.g., 
EPROM, EEPROM, and flash memory devices; magnetic disks, e.g., internal hard disks or 
removable disks; magneto-optical disks; and CD-ROM and DVD-ROM disks. The processor 
and the memory can be supplemented by, or incorporated in special purpose logic circuitry. 

To provide for interaction with a user, the invention can be implemented on a 
computer having a display device, e.g., a CRT (cathode ray tube) or LCD (liquid crystal 
display) monitor, for displaying information to the user and a keyboard and a pointing 
device, e.g., a mouse or a trackball, by which the user can provide input to the computer. 
Other kinds of devices can be used to provide for interaction with a user as well; for example, 
feedback provided to the user can be any form of sensory feedback, e.g., visual feedback, 
auditory feedback, or tactile feedback; and input from the user can be received in any form, 
including acoustic, speech, or tactile input. 

The invention has been described in terms of particular embodiments. Other 
embodiments are within the scope of the following claims. For example, the steps of the 
invention can be performed in a different order and still achieve desirable results. In 
alternative implementations, the techniques described to rent game software on-line can also 
be used to rent other software products, e.g., software applications, such as educational or 
business applications, or electronic content, such as media content or any other content for 
rent. In addition to renting, these techniques can be used, e.g., to license, give right to use, or 
authorize access to software products. 

What is claimed is: 
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